Over the past two decades, general acceptance has been gained for the idea that children with cancer should be told about their disease (Agranoft and Mauer, 1965). There is still, however, a relative dearth of systematic knowledge about how young children comprehend or make sense of this well intentioned open approach. (Brewster 1982 , Eisler 1984 
Over the past two decades, general acceptance has been gained for the idea that children with cancer should be told about their disease (Agranoft and Mauer, 1965) . There is still, however, a relative dearth of systematic knowledge about how young children comprehend or make sense of this well intentioned open approach. (Brewster 1982 , Eisler 1984 .
In this preliminary study setting out to describe young children's understanding of their disease, three principal questions are addressed: 1) How do children in hospital acquire knowledge about cancer?
2) What do young children understand about their own illness and its treatment?
3) To what extent is comprehension important? METHOD a) Sample There were 25 children (13 boys and 12 girls) in the study, with an age range of 2-11 years. Ten of these children had leukaemias, eleven had solid tumours, and four, brain tumours. Seven of the children were newly diagnosed and were observed over the first month postdiagnosis.
b) Procedures
The techniques used to obtain information about the children's understanding of their illness were: 1) direct unstructured observations of the children in hospital by a participant but non-directive observer;
2) informal interviews with the children in which they were encouraged to talk about what was wrong with them, and about the treatment they were receiving. It had already been established that the interviewer/ observe1-(CK) had come to the unit in order to learn about chilhood cancer, and thus the children, as veterans, were in a position to provide her with information. 2) The evidence that children's ability to understand is linked with their age and stage of development (Bibace & Walsh, 1980 ) is reinforced by this study. Whereas the under-fives perceive their world in very concrete terms, the older children grasp abstract concepts of categorisation. Children with cancer do make dramatic leaps forward in terms of their intellectual functioning which coincides with the idea of accelerated developmental spurts seen at times of stress by Anna Freud (Freud, 1965 
